The pathogenesis of Rhodococcus equi pneumonia in foals.
The pathogenesis of Rhodococcus equi pneumonia in foals is reviewed. The main routes of infection are respiratory and alimentary. The latter is probably the chief route of exposure in all foals and probably leads to development of specific immunity. Susceptible foals, those whose maternal immunity wanes before generation of their own immune response, readily develop disease if exposed aerogenously to sufficient numbers of R. equi. Management and environmental circumstances have a major role to play in determining the magnitude of this challenge and, therefore, in the prevalence of the disease. Infection of a naive foal leads to severe, suppurative bronchopneumonia with suppurative lymphadenitis of regional nodes and, in approximately 50% of animals, to necrotizing enterocolitis. The foal is uniquely susceptible to R. equi pneumonia; comparable experimental infections do not produce progressive destructive pulmonary lesions in other animal species. In the naive foal lung, R. equi behaves as a facultative intracellular pathogen, avoiding destruction within the alveolar macrophage by inhibiting phagolysosome fusion and possibly by causing lysosomal degranulation. The role of putative virulence factors, such as equi factor, remains to be elucidated.